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To my mom—my first reader, my first phone call, my first (and always biggest) fan




CHAPTER 1
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There’s been a knife tucked underneath Grace Underwood’s pillow since she was sixteen years old. The bone handle is the first thing she reaches for when her internal alarm clock goes off at 3:45 A.M., signaling the start of another day. With the lightest touch, she traces the familiar rivets, the guard, the heel, and the blood groove the same way she does every morning. Each ridge and scratch and stain on its surface is imprinted permanently in her brain, so she doesn’t need to lift the pillow to look at it. The cool, unsheathed steel against the warmth of her fingertips is enough.

Mechanically, her body starts to move. It knows exactly what to do and where to go, even in the pitch dark. This early in the morning, the sky is still black and full of stars. There’s no respite from the darkness save for the dim, milky light of the moon.

On go the well-worn denim jeans. The dusty, ancient Red Wings are tugged onto sore, calloused feet with a grunt, and shoulder-length chestnut hair is thrown into a messy ponytail. A dollop of grocery store sunscreen from the communal bottle is rubbed onto her sun-kissed, freckled face, then her neck, and behind her ears. Grace brushes her teeth at the ancient sink and rinses her mouth with water directly from the faucet. One look at herself in the mirror reveals puffy, dehydrated cheeks and lips, and a muddiness in her dark brown eyes from endless nights of fitful sleep. On her way out the door, she grabs her Longhorns hat from its place on the rack—it was burnt orange at some point in the past but has faded into more of a school bus yellow—and yanks her ponytail through the hole. She’s ready.

The mares are easy to make out even in the dark. A few are grouped up near the hay bales, heads bowed like they’re swapping juicy gossip. Off on her own, staring out into the blue-black sky is Vesta the palomino, who, when she spots Grace approaching the paddock, ambles over, whickering her morning greeting. Grace smiles, hoisting herself up until her bottom is resting against the top rung of the enclosure. “Someone’s in a good mood this morning.”

For a few precious minutes, they stay in that spot together, Grace relishing the silence and solace of the ranch before the day truly begins, and Vesta still and steady at her side. A majestic, golden sentry.

Leaning down, Grace presses her forehead to Vesta’s muzzle and sighs. “Is today gonna be a good day? What do you think?”

Vesta lets out a comforting, almost resigned little nicker in response. A sound that tells a truth of which they are both intimately aware: Good days are few and far between at Braxton Ranch.

“Yeah, I know,” Grace replies, stroking Vesta’s muzzle with the tip of her nose. “Maybe we can get out to the trail this afternoon.” She knows in her heart that it’s wishful thinking at best. She’ll be lucky if she sees Vesta again at all today, or any of the horses for that matter. Grace’s currently being punished by way of keeping her from the stables; she’s been exiled to the fields because she was five minutes late to the barn last week and then went on to fail at saddle-breaking a stubborn colt.

Strikes one and two, her uncle, Bellamy Whitlock, had growled.

She’s talking to Vesta still, recounting the way she nearly slipped and fell into a pile of manure the day before, when the telltale cadence of boots scraping heavily against dirt sounds behind her. A pit instantly forms in her stomach, and with a quick glance over her shoulder, Grace confirms her suspicion that it’s Bellamy, now standing still as a statue across the pasture, glaring at her. She looks away, taking a deep breath through her nostrils, trying to mentally prepare for whatever bullshit he’s planning to spew today.

When his gravelly voice cuts through the peacefulness of the morning, it’s as grating as nails dragging along a chalkboard, and as fury inducing as a blaring alarm clock right in her ear. “You forget about breakfast?” he asks loudly.

Without even looking back at him, she can picture him vividly—that terrible posture causing him to hunch over a tin cup of steaming coffee, what’s left of his scraggly brown hair hanging limply under his black felt Stetson. The sound of phlegm rattling along a tobacco-coated throat echoes through the air—and then with an aggressive hawk that sounds almost painful, a loogie hits the dirt with a wet, hard whump.

When he’s apparently cleared his sinuses enough to speak, he continues. “You got more important things to do than kiss on that horse. Get to the kitchen.”

Hopping down from the rung, Grace mutters under her breath. “I wasn’t kissing her.”

“You sure as hell wasn’t workin’, neither,” Bellamy argues. He has an irritatingly sharp ear, one of the only well-functioning components of his decaying form. He slips a cigarette between his lips and lifts his chin in her direction as she walks around the enclosure to where he stands. “Tell me something, Gracie.”

Grace looks anywhere but his eyes as she comes to a stop, folding her arms over her chest. “What’s that?” she asks flatly.

Slowly, Bellamy plods over to her, the slight limp in his gait making him look much older than his sixty years. How someone so unappealing to look at shared blood with her mother, Grace will never understand.

Another rattle of spit and grime in his throat precedes his next words, loud and thick enough to turn her stomach. “Why should I keep payin’ you when all the other hands start earlier and work harder than you do? You think ’cause you’re my kin that I won’t throw you out into the woods?”

This gets Grace’s attention. She glances up, anger rising to the occasion before any other emotion. Every bone in her body wants to argue with him, to punch him in his two front teeth for considering what he gives her to be payment. He houses her, feeds her, and lets her work with the horses when she’s not fixing every bolt and pulling every weed and cleaning piles of shit across every acre of Braxton. To him, that’s payment enough for keeping her around. For letting her stay. She opens her mouth to speak, the ire bubbling up in her throat, when he smiles, and the gleam of a silver molar sparkles in the moonlight.

He tuts, “Ah, ah, ah,” and shakes his head. “Don’t start with all of those empty threats now. You remember what happened the last time you tried to quit, don’t you?”

Grace’s nostrils flare, the blood beneath her skin starting to boil. Like a rushing flood, she remembers a series of doors slammed in her face at every business in town, calls from pay phones left unanswered and unreturned, service refused at diners she’d frequented for more than a decade. She remembers the hunger, the restlessness, the feeling of being watched. She remembers the startling clarity of how far Bellamy’s reach stretched, how strong the choke hold was that he held on the towns surrounding the ranch. Like some sort of redneck gang, he and his lackeys posed too big of a threat for anyone to risk harboring her. When her meager savings had run out and even a last-ditch effort at hitchhiking failed, she remembers crawling back to Braxton with her tail between her legs. Defeated. Broken. Utterly trapped.

“If I’m such a shit employee, why keep me around?” she asks, impatience and irritation making her bold. “Why continue to put up with me, day after day, year after year?”

Bellamy chuckles, and it’s a low, unsettling sound. “You know the answer to that question,” he replies, then takes a long drag from his cigarette. “That debt of yours hasn’t been repaid. And every time you screw up and cost me a sale, every time you give me lip, every time you think you’re hot shit enough to make it on the outside, your interest rate goes up.” He’s closer now, the toes of his overly shiny ostrich boots creeping into her field of vision.

“Get on now,” he barks. “Get to the kitchen. And don’t burn my goddamn bacon like you did yesterday.”

Grace stands still for a moment, edging on too long. Bellamy’s eyes sparkle with malice, practically daring her to argue. But after nine years of this, she knows better. She swallows a retort along with her pride, and it’s like vinegar sliding painfully down her throat. With that, she nods and walks past him without another word.

As instructed, Grace makes her way to the east end of the ranch, where a haphazardly renovated barn now acts as the chow hall and their pseudo visitors center—not that they get many visitors; Grace chalks it up to Bellamy’s poor salesmanship and their less-than-stellar Yelp rating. It’s been four years since she made her way into the kitchen one dark, cold morning before the rest of the hands, and Maryann, the ranch cook, nurse, and begrudging cleaning lady, beckoned her in, demanding she cut cold butter into flour for biscuits. Her usual help, a seedy, wandering-eyed guy named Jeff, had called out sick with the flu. Grace had stepped in to help without complaint, and found the task to be rather soothing, especially when it later resulted in soft, pillowy biscuits she’d slathered in sausage gravy. It became an unspoken agreement between her and Maryann after that. Jeff eventually left Braxton for good, and ever since, Grace has helped with the little tasks while Maryann handles the larger, more complicated ones, and together, they put out semi-decent meals three times a day.

She finds Maryann wiping sweat from her brow with a kitchen towel, standing over a cast-iron skillet where two pork chops sit, bubbling in a shallow pool of oil. Her silver hair flows in a long braid down her back, kept out of her face by a red bandana secured at her hairline. Somewhat of a collector of odds and ends when it comes to clothing, she looks like the human embodiment of a patchwork quilt. A wildly different bright, clashing pattern for her shirt, skirt, and socks.

“Mornin’,” Grace says as she walks directly over to the aprons hanging near the deep freezer.

Maryann uses the hand not holding a pair of metal tongs to wave in her direction without turning around. “Pork chops and eggs,” she shouts, starting the process of carefully flipping the chops in the pan. “All scrambled. I don’t have it in me this mornin’ to take custom orders.”

Grace nods, happy for the simplicity. “You got it.”

When the food is done, Maryann starts pulling the serving platters down from the high shelves that line the kitchen walls, and Grace refills the sugar canisters and the powdered creamers for coffee.

“What’s the verdict today?” Maryann asks as she spoons ladles full of bouncy, pale yellow eggs onto a platter. “Think you’ll get back to King Breezy?”

Grace bites the inside of her cheek, watching a small mountain of sugar make its way to the top of the glass canister. She thinks about the stubborn colt who’d given her a run for her money earlier in the week, further soiling her name with her uncle. She doesn’t hate King Breezy for not cooperating—he’s smart and mean like his daddy, and she can’t fault him for that—but he certainly isn’t her favorite horse of the bunch right now. “Probably not. Too much other stuff to do.”

“Gonna be hard to break a horse you don’t spend any time with.” Maryann sighs. “Seems like a waste of all Hal’s teachings for that man to have you shovelin’ shit and toilin’ away in the fields.” She rarely refers to Bellamy by his name—he’s always some variation of that man, that fool, or that rotten old bastard. Unlike Hal Hendricks, Braxton’s late horse trainer who took Grace under his wing when she was still a teenager. Maryann lovingly, frequently, and correctly recalls his name.

“Preachin’ to the choir,” Grace says.

Maryann clicks her teeth. “You’re young and spry, and far too smart to be at his beck and call. Hal would hate to see you still kickin’ around this place, wastin’ that talent.”

“He’d hate to see you still here, too,” Grace volleys back. Maryann has no retort for this except a slight quirk of her brow. With a rueful smile, Grace starts to take the full platters and sets them on the plastic folding table they use as a makeshift buffet. “It’s a job,” she says over her shoulder, “and Bellamy’s my family.”

Maryann barks a laugh. “Oh, honey. That sounds less true every time you say it.”

Grace says nothing, and Maryann doesn’t poke her any further, knowing from experience that it’s a futile effort. She shuts the kitchen window that looks out into the dining room and gives Grace a nod that signals her to ring the mealtime bell. As that familiar chime echoes through this place she calls home, Grace wonders when blood ties and a shoddy roof over her head will no longer be enough.

At the table, Grace and the other hands all shovel bites of eggs and pork chops and jelly-slathered toast into their mouths as though they haven’t eaten in days. They drink orange juice and coffee out of foam cups, and they talk shit. All the hands ever, ever do is talk shit.

Grace is minding her own business like she always does, chewing the meat off a pork chop for so long her jaw has started to ache, when Trey, a seasoned hand who loves to rag on her, leans forward from his place a few seats down. He pins her with an amused look that sets Grace immediately on the defensive. “What?” she barks through a half-full mouth.

Trey shakes his head. “She wasn’t listenin’. She never is.”

“’Course she wasn’t,” says Pritchet, the oldest of the group. He points his fork in her direction, pursing his lips. “She don’t like to get down in the mud with us pigs.”

Grace grumbles, looking back down at her plate. “Y’all are never talking about anything interesting anyway. Why should I try to keep up with your conversation?”

Trey huffs out a humorless laugh. “Well, sunflower,” he begins, and out of the corner of her eye, she can see a maniacal grin spread slowly onto his face. “I think what we were discussing is quite interesting. You see, we were talkin’ about girls and bulls. You ever ridden a bull, Gracie?”

Without looking up, Grace shakes her head. She tosses the gnawed bone from her pork chop down amid the scraps of toast on her plate. “Can’t say I have.”

Trey hums, and his fingertips begin to drum a quick beat on the table. “But you know what they say, right? About girls and bulls?”

“No,” Grace replies, picking up her chin to face him and whatever disgusting remark he’s going to make head-on. Eyes forward. “What do they say, Trey?”

Snickers and snorts sound across the table. Forrest, the resident crybaby, smirks and eggs Trey on with an elbow to his side.

Trey’s voice is low and menacing. “If a girl can ride a bull,” he says, sweeping his hand in her direction, “she can ride a cock.”

A cacophony of whooping and hooting erupts, and Grace watches all their faces as they laugh and nod and chime in with their own chauvinistic remarks. She tilts her head and stares at Trey with all the disgust in the world as she bites back, “I’ve seen the kind of equipment you’re working with, Trey.” Her eyebrow kinks as her eyes travel down his form. “Comparing that pinkie dick of yours to a bull may be the most delusional thing I’ve ever heard.”

The jeers and snorts and hums of laughter all end abruptly, like a radio switch being flipped off. The silence that cuts through the dining room in place of the racket is somehow even louder. A dark look blooms over Trey’s face as he stares at Grace, and she maintains eye contact with him, watching as his azure irises turn to ice. She tries to dig into them, to unearth something resembling humanity, but no matter how hard she looks, she finds absolutely nothing behind that cold, unforgiving blue. It’s written all over his features—she’s crossed a line.

The rest of the hands eventually return to their general unsavory conversation, but Trey’s glare doesn’t falter. As soon as her plate is clean, she rises and walks toward the giant plastic trash can near the front door.

“Bye, Gracie,” he calls in a chilling, singsongy voice. “We’ll see you later.”

Grace doesn’t turn around. She clenches her fists, takes a deep breath, and walks out. The sound of their raucous laughter follows her all the way back to the bunkhouse.

The rest of the day looks just like any other. Grace manages to unload a trailer full of hay, feed the slew of exotic animals Bellamy likes to collect and neglect, and mend a large gap in the southeast fence before any cattle can wander off. With how boiling hot it is, it’s nothing short of a miracle that she’s able to do it all before dinner, and by the time she lies down in her bunk that evening after an ice-cold shower, her eyelids are drooping.

Hours later, when her eyes shoot open, it isn’t the internal alarm that wakes her. It’s Bellamy, shaking her shoulder so hard she nearly bites her tongue. She sees his eyes first—wide and wild, blazing with a kind of anger she’s seen only a few times during her tenure at Braxton. When he speaks, his voice is low, unlike his usual barking croaks. “Don’t say a goddamn word,” he seethes. “Get out of bed, put on some clothes, and meet me at the southeast fence.”

It takes almost twenty minutes, but she makes it to where Bellamy’s posted up with a giant flashlight pointing down to the dry brush beneath his boots. Once she’s made her way over to him, he lifts the flashlight and points it toward the fence she mended this afternoon. Or, at least, she thought she mended it. But the gap, the one she closed through sweat and painful pricks of barbed wire into her thumbs, is still there. And it’s three times wider than it was before.

What’s worse—beyond it, probably half a mile outside, is Brick, the longhorn that set Bellamy back a hefty sum of money at auction last year, and indubitably his most prized possession across the entirety of the ranch.

Now completely off his property, roaming free.

“You wanna explain to me why in the ever-loving fuck my longhorn is outside the property line right now, Grace? Or why there’s still a gap as wide as my truck in this fence when you were supposed to fix it this afternoon?” His voice is still chillingly soft, the timbre deep and unsettling.

Grace’s eyes dart from Brick to Bellamy and back again, then to the fence, where the barbed wire she’d strung together so carefully now lies useless on the ground. “I did fix it. I swear, I did. I made sure—”

“If he’d gotten any farther than that,” Bellamy seethes, cutting her off and pointing in the direction of the animal, “I’d put my pistol in your mouth right now.”

Too stubborn and stupid to look away, Grace raises her chin. “You know I don’t make mistakes like this. It’s Trey. I pissed him off at breakfast, and he’s trying to sabotage—”

“I don’t wanna hear it. Bring him in,” he says, nodding toward Brick. “And fix this goddamn fence. Don’t come back until you do.”

Grace’s eyes scan the immediate area. Not a pair of pliers or gloves in sight. “I need tools. It’s barbed wire.”

Bellamy shrugs. “Shoulda thought about that when you were half-assin’ it the first time.” He drops the flashlight onto the ground and turns away from her, and without another word, pulls himself up into the truck and drives off.

It takes three and a half hours, and by the time Grace is done, her palms are so tarnished from the barbed wire that her handprints will be forever altered. A trail of bloody droplets follows her all the way back to the main house, where Bellamy sits on his front porch in a rocking chair with a cup of coffee.

“It’s done,” she rasps, sliding down a wooden post, unsteady from the lightheadedness. Her eyes screw shut, and she begins to lift her hands above her head. “I need—I need stitches.”

“Go see Maryann,” he orders. “Now. You’re bleedin’ all over my porch.”

Slowly, with a substantial amount of effort and blinding pain, Grace stands. She trudges across the porch, wincing at the soreness in her muscles and the sharp throbbing in her hands.

“One more thing,” Bellamy calls out.

Grace turns her body halfway, her neck craning to look at him. There’s something else now in his hand besides the newspaper—something she doesn’t make out right away. But as she takes a couple of steps closer, her stomach drops.

Because hanging limply in his hand is Vesta’s bridle.

The breath in Grace’s lungs rushes out of her all at once, and she has to reach out to the siding of the house to keep herself upright. A dozen questions collide in her head, all half-formed and indecipherable. She can barely think in full sentences, but she manages a croaked “You— Did you— If you hurt her—” as tears begin welling in her eyes.

Bellamy scoffs, tossing the bridle in her direction before turning back to the newspaper. “Pritchet took her into town while you were gone. Got twenty-five hundred for her. Idiot overpaid, you ask me.”

The words hit Grace’s ears, cavalier and final, and her knees wobble, threatening to give out from under her. The world tilts on its axis in an excruciating, permanent way.

Her horse. Her Vesta. Her beautiful girl with those sparkling, ageless eyes and that heart of pure gold. The best friend she’s ever had, sold to the first person willing to take her off Pritchet’s hands. Tears begin to fall down Grace’s cheeks as her thoughts snowball, wondering in a flurry of panic if Vesta will be happy wherever she is, cared for and loved the way she deserves. It’s that—the vision of Vesta being bred over and over again without proper care, being fed the cheapest and worst quality of hay, never being brushed or petted or kissed, that sends Grace over an edge she’s been toeing for the past nine years of her life.

She swallows down a sob and looks at Bellamy through puffy, bloodshot eyes. Her nostrils flare as the words leave her lips. “You fucking bastard.”

The motion of his rocking in the chair stills. His eyes drift upward, away from the newspaper, before he slowly turns his head to look at her. He blinks, then asks, “Come again?”

“You heard me,” Grace growls, stomping toward him, ignoring all the pain that vibrates through her body, fighting the unsteadiness. “You’re a fucking bastard. You’re cruel, and stupid, and disgusting, and evil. I’m ashamed to share any blood with you. Almost ten years of my goddamn life, I’ve been your obedient dog, and you’ve never shown me even a fragment of kindness.” She’s still crying, but the tears are no longer made of sadness. They’re angry. Vengeful. She closes in on Bellamy, who leans back in his chair, alarmed. Her voice is lower and quieter as she says, “Hell was invented for people like you. So, when you finally do the world a favor and fucking die, we can all rest easy knowing you’re rotting down there. Forever.”

Bellamy’s lip curls. “You ungrateful bitch—”

Grace grabs the arms of the rocking chair with her bloodied hands, ignoring the searing pain, and shoves. As hard as she can. The chair wobbles for a split second before crashing to the ground, sending Bellamy tumbling.

He’s grunting and cursing under his breath, struggling to stand and spewing threats at her as he does, but Grace isn’t listening. She stands over him, watching as he tries and fails to lift himself up, and for the first time in a long, long time, she is not afraid of him, or afraid of what he might do.

“I’m leaving. I hope this place burns to the ground. I wish to God that I could be the one to light the match.”

Bellamy looks up at her, and his face devolves from panic, pain, and embarrassment into something far more chilling. A sinister, knowing smile spreads onto his lips, slowly, deliberately. He laughs then—a wheezing, terrible sound. Gooseflesh breaks out over Grace’s bloody skin, but she ignores that blaring alarm in her gut and turns on her heel to walk away. She won’t let him scare her into submission ever again.

His raspy voice hits her ears when she’s nearly off the porch. “You think there’s anywhere you can go that I won’t find you?”

Grace pauses, gritting her teeth. The threats are always severe. This is nothing new, and she knows from experience that there may be nothing out there for her. She knows Bellamy can—will—blacklist her name throughout the entire state of Texas if she leaves. But that fear of the outside—of slammed doors and hunger pains and concrete benches doubling as beds—isn’t scarier than the hard, inescapable truth that waits for her if she relents. Because if she stays, she’ll die here. Whether by his hand or her own.

“I’ll always find you, Grace,” Bellamy promises loudly. “You can bet on that.” He laughs again, throaty and thick. “I’ll find you, and then I’ll tell the whole world what you did.”

Even with every fiber in her body telling her to stop, to turn around and apologize lest he make good on his promise, Grace doesn’t give in.

She keeps walking.




CHAPTER 2
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Three Months Later

The bell above the door of Murphy’s General Store dings as Shaky Rick Gentry plods in. Standing behind the counter with a lukewarm cup of coffee and a years-old issue of People magazine, Grace doesn’t even have to look up to know it’s Shaky. The shuffling of his shoes against the tile floor and the alcohol-soaked air that permanently clings to him is enough for her to know it’s almost five in the afternoon, and he’s here for his daily re-up of malt liquor. Grace goes back to idly flipping pages full of celebrity horoscopes and trendy summer shoes.

The bell dings again a few seconds later, and this time, Grace looks up to see a woman on her cell phone, walking quickly toward the back of the store. It’s hard to say who it is, but by the neat, slim-fitting clothes and the shiny brown hair, she doesn’t appear to be a local. No one in Minetta dresses like that. In fact, no one who lives within ten miles of Treesaw County dresses like that. Maybe she’s from McBrayer or passing through from Austin or San Antonio. She’ll forget about this place as soon as she crosses over the train tracks on Main Street.

Grace takes a long pull of her coffee, now verging on cold, and turns back to her magazine. She’s in the middle of looking at a picture of Ben Affleck hauling a trash bag into a dumpster when she hears the telltale shuffle of Shaky’s shoes.

“Hey, Grace,” he says in a soft voice. In his hands are two bottles of Olde English 800 that he slowly sets atop the counter.

Grace smiles as she rings him up. “How you doin’, Shaky?”

“Still breathin’, somehow.” He shrugs as he digs into the pockets of his ill-fitting jeans. “Keep tryin’ to die, but God don’t agree with that plan, I guess.” He pulls out a couple of crumpled dollar bills and some linty nickels and dimes but then seems to reach the bottom of the well.

The little monitor above the register shows the total is $10.06, about seven dollars more than Shaky has to offer. Their eyes meet, and Grace’s heart squeezes. “Murphy said if the till is short again, he’s gonna start docking my pay and put in cameras. I wish I could help you, I really do—”

“Please, Grace,” Shaky pleads, gripping the counter with his bony fingers. “I can’t … I can’t sleep. I just want to sleep, but my head, my body, it …” He seems to be barely holding himself upright, like the counter is the only thing anchoring him.

Grace sighs, looking out into the store, then back to him, to the way his brows have pulled together and his eyes have started to shine with tears. “If it were up to me, you know I’d give ’em to you, no questions asked. But I need this job.”

Shaky’s head falls forward, and she hears him sniffle. It breaks her heart; if she had the extra cash to float him, or if she could count on Murphy not counting the till down to the last penny, she’d make it happen. But as it is, they’re both coming up short.

A crisp, brand-new fifty-dollar bill slides into Grace’s view, pushed by delicate fingers bearing silver and turquoise rings. The shiny red polish atop the long, perfectly manicured nails gleams under the overhead lighting. The scent of beer and stale sweat wafting off of Shaky swirls with an unfamiliar, luxurious blend of deep vanilla, crisp tobacco, and mint. Grace glances up and is met with a pair of brown eyes and a smile that crinkles them at the corners. “Allow me,” the woman says, nudging her head in Shaky’s direction.

Shaky turns to her in disbelief. “That’s awful kind of you, ma’am. Are you sure?”

The woman nods and places a manicured hand on Shaky’s shoulder. “It wasn’t too long ago that I was desperate for a good night’s sleep, too.” There’s something behind the look in her eyes—a knowing, an understanding shared between the two of them in mere seconds. “I hope you find it. And if you can’t, there’s a place in McBrayer that can help. For free. All you’ll need is the bus fare to get there.”

“Thank you,” Shaky says, nodding. “Thank you very much.”

Grace, watching the entire interaction in a sort of awe, only spurs into movement when the woman looks back to her, her eyes drifting to the bottles on the counter.

“Sorry,” Grace blurts out, then reaches quickly for the brown bags beneath the register. She hands the bottles to Shaky once they’re wrapped up, and he leaves her alone with the glamorous, mysterious benefactor.

Now that she has a moment to actually assess, she sees two large bottles of water tucked under one of the woman’s arms, and a bag of sunflower seeds bigger than Grace’s head in the other. The woman has an enigmatic, all-knowing kind of smirk on her lips as she sets the items on the counter. “Grace, right?”

Grace nods as she starts to ring everything up. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ll take a pack of Virginia Slims and a Lucky 7s scratch-off, too, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Of course.” Spinning around, Grace grabs the pack of cigarettes and then pulls on the spool of Lucky 7s and rips off a ticket. It seems odd—considering the obvious wealth this woman has—for her to be buying cheap scratch-offs, but Grace doesn’t comment on it. She sets the ticket on the counter, then rings up the cigarettes and hands those over, too.

“Those look like they were painful,” the woman says, and Grace looks up to see her staring at Grace’s upturned palm where the pack of cigarettes sits. Beneath the cellophane-wrapped box is the collection of scars she tries—and fails, evidently—not to put on display.

“Yes, ma’am” is all Grace says, before promptly going back to her task of bagging up the water bottles and sunflower seeds.

A beat of quiet passes while she takes the fifty-dollar bill and counts the change, but as she reaches to hand over the coins and cash, she notices the woman is staring right at her. She reaches for the change, softly gripping Grace’s hand as she does. With a little smile folded into ruby-red lips, she asks, “You used to be a horse trainer over at Braxton Ranch. Is that right?”

Something akin to panic starts to bubble up in Grace’s stomach. Heat blooms on her cheeks under the woman’s attention. For a moment, she’s sure she misheard her. Swallowing a lump in her throat, Grace asks, “Beg your pardon?”

“I have an old friend. We used to be very close—attached at the hip, really—but we don’t get to see each other much anymore. Anyway, I talked to her recently, and she told me all about this real talented horse trainer who was scraping by working at a general store in Minetta. Said she was only working there because she’d walked away from Braxton Ranch and couldn’t land another ranching job.”

“Your—your friend,” Grace stammers, knuckles going white as she grips the counter.

The woman nods. “Dear friend. Maryann Hartford.”

Grace blinks, not fully processing the information. “Maryann?”

Another quick nod. The woman looks at the nails of her left hand, first by curling them inward, then stretching her palm and spreading her fingers out. The diamond bedecking her ring finger is so large and sparkling that it creates fragmented, dancing light patterns over the walls. “I told Maryann I’d just lost one of my trainers—idiot decided to move to Montana because he was finally fed up with the heat.” She uses air quotes with her fingers as she says it, rolling her eyes. “And Maryann told me she knew of just the person who could fill the spot.”

The words start to intertwine in Grace’s brain like a tangle of barbed wire. She can’t imagine how she must look right now, and trying to make sense of it only confuses her more, so finally she blurts out the question she should’ve asked right out of the gate. “Forgive me, ma’am,” Grace says breathily, holding out her hands. “But would you mind telling me who you are?”

The woman lets out a soft chuckle. How a chuckle can sound elegant, Grace isn’t sure, but the woman manages it. “I was wondering when you’d ask.” She sticks out a hand in Grace’s direction. “I’m Renata Caldwell. I own Halcyon Ranch.”

That night, in the parking lot of the studio apartment she lives in on the edge of town, Grace calls Maryann from a prepaid cell phone. “C’mon, c’mon,” Grace mutters as she paces back and forth, cursing the woman for only having a landline.

Maryann picks up on the fifth ring, simply shouting, “What?”

The familiar annoyance in her tone sends a pang of homesickness shooting through Grace’s gut. With a little smile, she says, “It’s Grace.”

“Oh,” Maryann sighs. “Hi, honey. Been a while.”

They exchange quick pleasantries before Grace reveals the true reason for the phone call. “I met Renata Caldwell today.”

“Well, that woman works quickly, I’ll tell you what. Didn’t waste a single second findin’ you in that Podunk town. She offer you that job?”

Grace chuckles in disbelief. “She offered me a shot at the job, but only because you talked me up more than you should’ve, I’m sure. What’d you even say to her?”

“I told her the truth! You’re the finest horse trainer in the state, and she just so happens to have a job opening for a horse trainer. Don’t question my judgment.”

Grace looks up at the sky, rubbing her thumb and index fingers across her brow. “I wasn’t planning on going back to training. Or ranching, for that matter.” A beat of silence hangs between them, and Grace wonders for a second if Maryann’s hung up. The only indication that she hasn’t is the sudden click of her teeth. Grace frowns. “Maryann?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the older woman says, “I was just sittin’ here wondering if you’re stupid or just plain dumb.”

Grace’s mouth falls open in indignation. “That’s—”

“Listen to me. You spent almost a decade of your life in this hellhole until you mustered up the courage to walk away, and I’m so proud of you for that, Grace.” Unexpected tears start welling in Grace’s eyes at her words—she fights them off by gritting her teeth and exhaling deeply through her nostrils. “But if you stay away, if you leave behind the thing you love the most because you’re scared, or hurting, or stubborn, well …”

The neon sign above her head detailing the name of the run-down complex blinks in an uneven flicker, a death rattle of light. Grace’s voice is shaky as she asks, “Well, what?”

“You’d be lettin’ that rotten bastard win. Is that really something you want to do?”

Grace sighs, crouching down onto a curb and setting her forehead between her knees. She doesn’t respond right away, but she doesn’t have to. They both know the answer to that question, even if only one of them is brave enough to say it out loud.

Restless, Grace lies in bed, trying and failing to balance the tip of her knife on her index finger. She catches it each time it topples over, letting out long, dramatic trills through her lips whenever her eyes dance over to the upturned milk crate she’s using as a nightstand. Renata’s card sits on top of a couple of dusty books, staring at her. Grace sets the knife down atop her stomach and reaches for the card, impressed by the weight of it. It feels and looks expensive—the looping letters of Renata’s name are perfectly placed and embossed. Her phone number is bordered in gold.

The sound of a drip near the tiny bathroom interrupts her examination, and Grace’s eyes flit upward. The ceiling is patched with water stains; it wouldn’t be surprising for chunks of drywall to start tumbling down at any moment. Above her, moldy ceiling, and below her, a ratty carpet, in the kind of condition that screams it’s seen things she can’t even begin to imagine. And to top it off, her absolute favorite part of living here is sharing an extremely thin wall with Hutch Lawson, the circumstances of which seem to get worse with every passing night. The man’s hand must be as soft as a baby’s bottom at this point. Grace looks at her watch and sighs, knowing he’s probably settling down with his brick of a laptop and bottle of Vaseline right about now.

Like clockwork, she hears the telltale sound of a belt and jeans being unbuckled. Tossing the card onto the milk crate and grabbing a pillow from the other side of the bed, Grace covers her face and ears with it, pushing as hard as she can to drown out the inevitable wet slapping sound that is soon to follow.

It doesn’t help. Hutch gets carried away, and when he does, he’s unconscionably loud.

With an annoyed grunt, Grace slams the pillow back onto the bed and sits up. She doesn’t think twice when she grabs the card and her cell phone and leaves the apartment, making sure to slam the door extra loudly behind her so Hutch knows he’s disturbed her evening again.

There are two options here: stay or go. As she paces back and forth in the parking lot for the second time that night, she weighs them carefully. She looks up at the stars, wishing she knew anything about constellations and what wisdom they might hold.

But then, from behind the door of the neighboring duplex, she hears Hutch yodel in ecstasy, and her decision is made.

She fishes her phone out of her pocket, dials the number on the card, and Renata Caldwell answers on the second ring.

A fraying bright orange duffel bag with a sticky zipper is packed to the gills with all of Grace’s belongings. She doesn’t dwell on how sad it is that everything important in the world to her can fit in a ratty old gym bag—traveling light means it isn’t hard for her to be ready to go in thirty-six hours. Three hard, booming knocks sound at her apartment door around 6 A.M., and she jolts slightly from her place at the edge of her unmade bed.

With the bag slung over her shoulder, she opens the door and finds a man who takes up most of the doorway with his imposing figure; if he weren’t hunched over with his elbow leaning against the doorframe, he’d knock his black cattleman hat off his head just by walking through.

“Hey,” Grace says softly, offering a hesitant half smile. “Good mornin’.”

Renata had mentioned she’d be unable to fetch Grace from Minetta herself but she’d be sending the ranch’s foreman, and “not to worry about” any sort of unfriendliness, because “grumpy is sort of his default setting.”

His voice is raspy and thick with sleep when he says, simply, “Are you Grace Underwood?”

“Yeah,” Grace says, and then follows quickly with: “Are you the foreman?”

The man lets out a little huff. “Among other things,” he says. “Let’s go.” He jerks his chin in the direction of her bag, beckoning with his hand for her to give it to him. She does, and then watches him toss it into the bed of a pristine, gigantic F-350 as though it’s stuffed with feathers.

Some trucks this size have the little step stool to assist the vertically challenged, but this one doesn’t. Grace opens the passenger-side door and is sort of silently amping herself to jump up when a hulking figure appears at her side. He looks younger in the dark, less severe under the softness of dawn, and there’s a slightly amused shine to his eyes that has her cheeks starting to pink. She looks down to find his hand held out for her, and the fact that it looks proportionate in size to this behemoth of a truck he drives around, well—

“I can do it,” she argues, brow knitting together.

“I’m not gonna let you break your neck before we even get out of the parking lot,” he counters, his hand stretching farther in her direction. “C’mon. Up you go.”

She holds his stare, challenging him. When he doesn’t relent, she sighs and grabs on, unwilling to admit to herself or him that it’s much easier to climb while using him as leverage. He holds on until she’s fully in, and when she looks back at him standing with his arm outstretched, their gazes lock for a brief moment. Grace nods her thanks to him with a small smile, one he returns not with his mouth but with his eyes. They’re dark, much like the rest of him, but they’re soft, somehow. Almost sparkling.

The truck smells clean and leathery, like it just rolled off the lot. The seat squeaks as she slides into it, and she’s suddenly very aware of the permanent film of dirt that clings to her jeans no matter how many times she washes them. The burly chauffeur slides into the driver’s seat without much effort, his long limbs lending to a swift, graceful movement. As he gets himself situated, Grace takes a moment to survey him. Before, she’d been so caught off guard by the sheer size of him—easily six foot three, maybe taller, and built like a damn linebacker—that she hadn’t noticed much else. Now, she sees the black waves that stick out under his hat, the freckles and moles dotted across his cheeks and neck, and the way his jaw never seems to settle. It works and works, and she wonders whether it’s a tic. Or—more plausibly—something he does when he’s annoyed.

He starts the truck, then places a hand on the back of her headrest as he reverses out of the parking lot and onto the empty road that will lead them out of town. Filling up silence with empty conversation has never been a compulsion of hers, but something about this man—the stern look on his face contrasting with the ease of his hands as he drives the truck, the way his black button-down hangs on his body like it was created specifically for him—she can’t help herself.

“So, you’re the foreman,” she repeats, then awkwardly clears her throat when he doesn’t acknowledge her. “Renata didn’t give me your name.”

His lips twitch. A subtle movement she would’ve missed had she not been staring directly at him. Grace blinks, waiting for him to say something. Anything. He glances at her quickly, then looks back at the road and says, “Crew. Crew Caldwell.”

Grace’s mouth drops open. Wait. “Caldwell, like—”

“Like Renata Caldwell is my mother.”

“Oh,” Grace says, a bit dumbstruck. She’d considered going to the library to google the Caldwells and Halcyon Ranch the day before, but decided any research would only make her more nervous. She’s regretting that decision with every bone in her body right now. “I didn’t realize.”

He looks at her again, more appraising this time. “Where’re you coming from?”

Leaning back a bit farther into her seat, Grace clasps her hands together in her lap, gripping her fingers a little too hard. “Braxton Ranch, out near Hopeland.”

Crew’s brows pull together, and whatever semblance of a smile he’d worn moments ago starts to sour. “Braxton Ranch, as in Bellamy Whitlock’s Braxton Ranch?”

Looking away, Grace looks out into the endless, open road ahead. “Did your mother not tell you how she found me?”

“I didn’t ask,” he admits. A beat of quiet, and then, “But I’m askin’ now.”

Grace’s lips press into a line, and she starts to wring her hands together, tugging at the scarred skin on her palms. In a quieter voice, she says, “Bellamy’s my uncle.”

Silence hangs between them for a long moment. Grace wishes the radio was on—a droning AM station would be better than this tense, unrelenting silence. Eventually, he asks, “He do that to you?”

She looks up and notices him staring at her hands, which are unfortunately illuminated in the dim blue light of the truck cab. The keloid scars are thick, pink, and obvious to anyone with eyes. She immediately turns her hands over, pressing them into her jeans.

“Not directly,” she says, digging her stubby nails into the denim.

“Well, it all makes sense now,” Crew muses.

Grace prickles a little. “What makes sense?”

With a slight lift of his shoulder, he says, “You’re not the first lost soul Renata Caldwell has tried to save. I’ve made this drive plenty of times.”

“From Minetta?”

“Minetta, Swift, Bellhaven, Ingram—hell, I’ve gone as far as Waco before. All the places your kind like to wander.”

Grace pins him with a look, but his eyes remain on the road. “My kind?”

“Y’know,” he says, reaching over her to fiddle with the glove box. She pushes back into her seat, trying to maintain as much distance between them as possible as he pulls it open and grabs hold of a bag of sunflower seeds. He hauls the bag out and then holds the open end up to his mouth. With a handful of seeds muffling his voice, he says, “The runnin’ kind.”

It irks her, how he thinks he’s pegged her so well—how she must be a dime a dozen in his eyes, and how this trial is starting to sound more like a charity project. A pity party for the mistreated cowgirl. She considers telling him to stick it where the sun doesn’t shine, because she didn’t run from Bellamy Whitlock. She walked away with bloody hands and her chin high. She fought tooth and nail to get far away from Hopeland, almost dying in the process. She rewrote her own history, erasing the Whitlock name from the narrative. Crew must sense some inkling of the tension vibrating under her skin, because before she can throw back her own snide assessment of him, he reaches across the center console and offers her the open bag. Grace looks at it, looks at him, then reaches in and grabs a handful of seeds.

At some point, he, too, must tire of the silence, because he flips on the radio and hits the scan button until he finds an old Waylon Jennings song he seems to be okay with. Grace watches him do this, and two things occur to her: One, he may be the only person on planet Earth who still listens to the radio, and two, he has the music taste of a sixty-year-old man. Every few minutes, he rolls the window down and spits out shells, only to quickly refill with another shake of the bag into his mouth. Grace follows suit, happy to have something to do besides stew in her own melancholy.

Around the four-hour mark, she has cottonmouth from the salty seeds and her legs are aching to stretch. She looks around and behind them, seeing nothing but vast, verdant hills and endless blue sky. Sitting back in her seat, she looks over to Crew. “How long till we get to the ranch?”

He smirks as he turns a seed over between his teeth. “You’re already here.”




CHAPTER 3
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Through taciturn statements and grunted affirmatives, Grace learns Halcyon Ranch is just south of two hundred thousand acres. It’s nearly a third of the size of Rhode Island. It has its own zip code.

“What was it like,” Grace asks, her body angled almost entirely toward the passenger window, “growing up here?”

Crew doesn’t answer right away, doesn’t huff out a humorless laugh like he has in response to some of her other questions. Grace sneaks a glance at him over her shoulder, and he looks pensive. After another beat of silence, he seems to remember himself as he grumbles, “Lotta shit shovelin’ and lawn mowin’.”

Grace refrains from rolling her eyes. “Really?”

“Thought you’d worked on a ranch before,” he says, side-eyeing her.

“This ranch, compared to Braxton …” Grace shakes her head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

He grunts and starts to tap his thumb against the steering wheel in rhythm with the George Strait song now playing on the radio. “You get used to it.”

She gives him one last glance before turning back to the window, still in awe of the way the hills seem to go on forever. No, she thinks—she isn’t sure she ever could.

Eventually, a structure on the horizon line comes into view. A log cabin at its heart, but in reality, it’s something straight out of one of those fancy architecture magazines. Tall roofs, artful dormers, lined with cobblestone and dark, lush wood siding. All coming together to make a storybook mansion, the biggest and nicest house Grace has ever seen with her own eyes.

“Wow,” she blurts out when they turn onto the quarter-mile-long driveway.

Gravel crunches under the truck’s giant tires almost comically, as if it ever stood a chance against the steel-strong rubber.

“Don’t get too excited,” Crew says. He jerks his chin toward a different house in the distance, one decidedly less magnificent than the one ahead. “You get the job, that’s where you’ll be living.”

It’s a barn—whether it was actually ever used as one before is unclear—with stark-white shiplap, black eaves, and a giant H on the side. Crew doesn’t—can’t—understand how even this barn-turned-bunkhouse would possibly be the nicest place Grace has ever lived. She hasn’t even seen the inside of it, but she knows it’s far and away better than the bunkhouse at Braxton, which was basically a tiny sauna that stunk constantly of mildew and stale armpit. The digs here look spacious and new, built in this century. Probably even air-conditioned, and she’d be willing to bet the mattresses don’t feel like they’re stuffed with hay.

“Looks all right to me,” Grace counters quietly.

A grid of large, well-maintained paddocks spans the area between the bunkhouse and the stables, and it’s obvious already that Halcyon takes better care of its horses than Braxton could ever hope to. They probably grow their alfalfa from the finest soil and have an equine vet on retainer.

They pull up to the house and park next to two trucks identical to Crew’s, all bearing the same flourishing H as the bunkhouse on their driver-side doors. It’s strange to be thrust so quickly into a place where money is clearly not a concern, where everything in sight drips of wealth and prosperity. The awe of it must be all over Grace’s face, because when Crew shuts off the truck and makes to get out, he does a double take after he looks at her. Leaning in to rest his arm on the center console, he says, “It’s just a house.”

Grace barks a laugh, peeling her eyes from the house to gape at him. “I wouldn’t call it a house. It’s a freaking ski lodge.”

His lips twitch. “You ever been to a ski lodge?”

Her mouth snaps shut, and her eyes narrow. “No, but I’ve seen one on TV.”

Crew nods toward the passenger door. “C’mon,” he says, reaching for his hat where it lies on the back seat. He pops it on, then opens his own door and steps out. “Lunch’ll be ready soon.”

Somehow, the interior of the house is even more gorgeous than the exterior. It shouldn’t surprise Grace—Renata Caldwell is a woman of impeccable taste, and though Grace knows next to nothing about interior design and styling, it’s evident that great care and thoughtfulness has gone into every inch of the home. There’s such refinement to it, an ease and sophistication that doesn’t scream old money but whispers it elegantly, a comforting caress across your cheek instead of a slap. The cherrywood floors squeak with every step Grace takes through the foyer, which leads into a sitting room complete with dark brown leather couches covered in plush, soft-looking pillows.

Taking in the art on the walls, the shelves lined with hundreds of books and gilded trinkets, Grace notices a shelf dedicated to framed pictures, all varying in sizes and shapes. She takes a few steps closer to get a better look, seeing first that there are three large frames with three similar-looking portraits—school pictures. The one on the far left looks a lot like Crew, though he had yet to build the muscle that would eventually complement his too-tall frame. In the photo, he looks like he’s all limbs, and the smirk on his mouth is far less serious than anything she’s seen on the man she’s encountered today. But it’s the eyes that give him away, signaling that it’s definitely him—as dark and discerning as they are now, and far deeper than any belonging to a teenager. Next to Crew’s photo is one of a girl, and it’s uncanny how much she looks like Renata. Though her teeth are covered in braces and there are stubborn sprinkles of acne on her cheeks, Grace knows immediately, in the same undeniable way she recognized Crew, that the girl is Renata’s daughter and Crew’s sister. And the last of the three—another boy, the youngest and most carefree of them all. He’s smiling wide, showing off a gap where a canine baby tooth used to be, and his eyes are alight with joy and mischief. Grace smiles, wondering how long it must’ve taken him to sit still for the photograph.

Though it’s not visible from where she stands, the kitchen can’t be far off, because a delicious, savory smell hits Grace’s nose and a pang of hunger throbs in her belly. She’s been so caught up in the magic of the house that she hasn’t noticed Crew leaning against the threshold, hands in his pockets. Watching her. A flare of self-consciousness sparks under his scrutiny, and Grace folds her arms over her chest as she says, “Nice place you’ve got here.”

Crew lifts a shoulder—a gesture Grace is beginning to notice he is wont to do. “It’s not mine. I live up the hill.”

It’s a different version of I’m not rich; my parents are rich—such a typical response from someone with generational wealth that she almost has to laugh.

“Right,” Grace says, nodding. “I’m sure it’s a real fixer-upper.”

His eyes narrow slightly, and he appears to be gearing up for a retort when he’s cut off by the click of heels against the wood floor.

Renata Caldwell bursts into the room seconds later, her entire face lighting up in a sparkling grin as soon as she sees Grace. “Grace, ah—honey, I’m so glad you made it,” she exclaims melodically, walking directly into Grace’s immediate space and wrapping her up in a hug that is surprisingly firm for such a petite woman. It lasts about five seconds longer than Grace expects it to, and when the woman finally pulls back, she’s still grinning from ear to ear. “My son didn’t give you any trouble, did he? He’s a real curmudgeon, but we love him for it.” She doesn’t look at him when she asks this; Grace looks over his mother’s shoulder to see Crew ruefully shaking his head.

“Not at all,” Grace replies, returning Renata’s smile with a small, reserved one of her own. “I appreciated the ride. I didn’t think you’d bring me out so quickly.”

Renata nods, then takes a step back. “I hope it’s all right. We have a stud who needs some serious work.”

“Of course, ma’am,” Grace says. “I appreciate the opportunity.”

“You hungry, honey? Ronnie cooked up some enchiladas, rice and beans, and sopapillas. But if you’re not a Tex-Mex person, she can make you whatever you like.”

The little upturn of Grace’s lips, that conservative smile she keeps on for the sake of politeness, evolves into a real, full-blown grin. It’s been three months of eating cheeseburgers and tacos out of greasy paper bags; the thought of a homemade meal has her practically salivating. “That sounds wonderful. Thank you.”

Renata waves a hand, encouraging Grace to follow. She leads her into a dining room, bright with natural light from the floor-to-ceiling windows and anchored by an enormous table that’s really just a giant slab of what looks like unfinished mahogany, deeply red and rustic with industrial bolts scattered about the middle.

Two seats at the table are already occupied—an older gentleman at the head, dressed smartly in an expertly starched pearl-snap shirt, and a younger, scruffier man to his left, two seats down. They’re leaning in to talk to each other, not yet noticing the new people in the room, and Grace recognizes similarities in the way they both smile—wryly, slowly, like they’re hard-earned and always brief. It reminds her of someone …

She turns around then, catching Crew’s eyes as he makes his way toward the table, lingering behind them by a few steps. The puzzle pieces fall into place, and Grace looks back to the table, now understanding this must be his father, and this appears to be the grown-up version of the other boy from the photographs—the younger brother, surely. They all look too much alike to be anything but immediate family.

The two finally look up and spot Grace, Renata, and Crew now standing at the edge of the table. They stand, the younger man jumping to his feet, while Crew’s father takes a little longer and grunts quietly as he lifts himself out of his chair.

“Boys, this is Grace,” Renata says, walking to what must be her seat at the left hand. “Grace, this is my husband, Clint.” She places a hand on Clint’s shoulder, then gestures to the other man. “And my youngest, Cooper.”

Grace smiles, making a point to lock eyes with both of them for a brief second and nodding. “So nice to meet you both,” Grace says, then does a quick scan across the room. “You have a lovely home. I appreciate you welcoming me into it.”

“Aren’t you sweet,” Renata says, squeezing Clint’s shoulder. “Isn’t she sweet?”

He gives his wife a lovingly amused glance before turning back to Grace with a quick nod. “It’s a pleasure to have you, Grace. Have a seat, now. Ronnie’s just about done with lunch.”

Grace nods, walking up to the seat at Clint’s right and pulling out the chair. She doesn’t notice until he’s stepped into her space that Crew is right behind her. She has to crane her neck to look up at him as he stares downward, eyebrow kinked.

“That’s my seat.”

From across the table, Cooper barks out a laugh. “As if you ever eat in here.”

Crew doesn’t look at his little brother as he says through hard-lined lips, “Well, I’m eatin’ in here now, aren’t I?” He points to the vacant place setting a seat down. “You can sit there.”

The more time she spends in his presence, the more Grace is beginning to understand this man is a walking contradiction. Accommodating but also impatient, like he was on the drive, and now, boldfaced rude but also polite, evidenced by the way he pulls out the chair next to his and gestures for her to sit in it. When she does, he even goes out of his way to tuck her into the table. She feels something akin to whiplash with how quickly he seems to switch between hot and cold.

Once everyone is seated, a quiet settles—not uncomfortable, but appraising. Grace can feel them all looking at her, even if they aren’t doing so with their eyes. The thought makes her gaze drift down to her jeans, insecurity rearing its ugly head as she looks at the stubborn coffee stain on her left thigh and the ever-expanding hole above her right knee. She’s generally pretty diligent about showering—even when she lived at Braxton and only had hot water once or twice a week—but compared to the cozy, clean scent that seems to pump through the air vents of this home, she can’t help but wonder if, even after three months away, she still reeks of manure.

The panic settling under her skin is interrupted by the sound of two French doors swinging open. An apron-clad woman holding a giant platter emerges, smiling warmly at everyone as she walks toward the middle of the table. Behind her, two men come out holding more ornate-looking vats, and they all begin to set them down gently on the runner that spans the long table. Grace sits up a little straighter and observes a tray of enchiladas topped with bubbly melted cheese, beans, and rice bespeckled with little bits of tomato and onion. The plate of sopapillas, fried tortillas dusted in cinnamon sugar and covered in honey, sits toward the end nearest to Clint, and the warm, sweet scent rolling off them has Grace almost licking her lips in anticipation.

“Thanks, Ronnie,” Clint rasps, a white porcelain coffee cup at his lips. His eyes scan the plate and the steam emanating from the various dishes. “Smells good.”

Ronnie, who can’t be a millimeter over five feet tall, looks more like a kindergarten teacher than a chef. Her curly hair is tied in an artfully messy bun atop her head, and bright, colorful flowers are scattered over every inch of her apron. She returns to the doors that lead to the kitchen, claps her hands together, and looks around the room with the same smile on her lips. Her journey comes to a halt as her eyes land on Crew, lingering for a brief second before moving to Grace. “As I live and breathe,” she says, placing a hand at her hip. “Is this what it takes for you to come to lunch, Crew Lee? A pretty girlfriend to sit next to?”

Grace’s eyes widen, and beside her, Crew chokes on a sip of water. Renata lets out a barking laugh from across the table.

“Rons, you know Crew doesn’t date,” Cooper says. “He’d actually have to talk to a woman to do that.”

Crew’s head swings, and he shoots Cooper a look that says a thousand words, a classic older-brother scowl that has Cooper raising his hands in mock surrender with an equally classic cheeky, little-brother smirk.

“This is Grace,” Renata says. “She’s here to see if she might be a good fit to replace Gary.”

Ronnie nods, then smiles at Grace. “My apologies, honey,” she says, shrugging. “Thought I might be witnessin’ a miracle.”

“All right,” Crew huffs out, setting his hands on the table and folding his lips into a line. He’s staring straight ahead at the food as he says tightly, “Thank you for the meal, Veronika. I’m sure it’ll be delicious, as always.”

Ronnie gives him an affectionate eye roll and says, “Y’all, enjoy. Holler if you need anything,” before leaving the dining room.

Hands begin to reach inward to grab the platters, spoon food onto plates, and then pass to the right, almost like clockwork. They don’t even look at the dishes
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